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Wellesbourne in Warwickshire to listen to one of themselves,
known for miles round as a skilled hedge-cutter and a local preacher.
The speaker was Joseph Arch. It was a dark night, and lanterns,
swung from bean poles, shed a feeble light on the scene. Mounted
on a pig stool, set under a chestnut tree, Arch looked down on a
sea of upturned faces, over which flickered the uncertain gleams
of swaying lanterns. In his mind, steeped in the imagery and
phraseology of the Bible, he likened his audience to the Children of
Israel "with the darkness all about them . . . waiting for someone
to lead them out of the land of Egypt." The outcome was the
decision to form a Union. The men demanded 2j. 8^. per day;
hours 6 to 5, except on Saturday, when they were to be 6 to 3; and
4</. an hour overtime. Little notice seems to have been taken of
their demand, and in March they struck. . . . 'After three months
they won a partial victory. Wages were advanced—in some cases
to the 16s. which had been demanded.'x
The Union, which was then so sanely founded, quickly lost the
sympathy of the general public when it began to touch political
issues, notwithstanding that the farmers openly joined in political
warfare on the side of the landlords; but it nevertheless aroused in
the labourer a sense of organized power and suggested to him the
advantages of a greatly extended organization. It was in any case
instrumental after more than a decade in securing the vote for
the agricultural labourer, and it eventually obtained for him some
slight increase in wages. Thus, if the position of the agricultural
labourer to-day is an improvement upon that prevailing fifty years
ago, it is in no small degree due to the organization started by
Joseph Arch. The farm labourer to-day enjoys the full rights of
British citizenship; he can take part in the local or national govern-
ment of his country; he is, in so far as he is organized, a part of the
labour movement; his social status has been raised; he is entitled
to receive compensation for accidents; he has the consoling assur-
ance of the old-age pension; he enjoys some little improvement in
housing and sanitation, medical treatment, and sick pay for himself,
though not for his wife and children; and his wife and children do
not have to slave by his side in the fields to the extent that was
then customary. He is also comforted by the early prospect of
unemployment pay.
Another influence which has helped to improve the position of
the agricultural worker is the increase in the number of allotments,
1 Lord Ernie, The Land and its People, p. 66.

